The concepts of status and role are closely related to the extent that the two words are sometimes used interchangeably. However, the two concepts are different and each represents an indispensable aspect of our social structure. While "status" is a position in the social structure and relates to what a person is (for example, head of the household) in terms of rights and duties or the relative superiority determined by traditional social norms which can be examined in the form of prestige, honour and respect a person receives at home (Seligman, 1959) , "role" refers to a set of expected behaviours that a person, holding a specific status, follows. 
In all societies, there are indeed socially assigned statuses and roles for all members of a family. However, such statuses and roles differ across cultures, depending on economic and social conditions. A study by Asharaf (2000) in Kerala found that older persons generally believe that younger generations tend to be disrespectful to the elderly, considering them a burden or hindrance and not according much importance to their feelings. A majority of older persons, in particular those without financial/religious engagements, perceive ageing as a problem. The likelihood of perceiving ageing as a problem is found to be higher among older persons who do not have frequent contacts with relatives or friends, those who do not enjoy the status of head of household and those who are not consulted in any decision-making process related to the family (Asharaf, 2000) .
In traditional Indian society, it was the older person who took decisions relating to family matters, which the younger generation was expected to honour at every stage of life. However, this tradition is fast disappearing in the context of modernization. Decisions are now generally imposed on elders in their twilight years. Elder status tends to depend upon the economic contribution they make to the family. If they contribute financially to the family, older persons enjoy a relatively better status; otherwise, their status deteriorates after they turn 60 (Madhu, Varmani and Darshan, 2003) . In Indian society, the majority of older persons depend upon their families for their needs and therefore require a good family and social support system to lead a comfortable life. In the past, older persons usually had strong family and community support due to the prevalence of the extended family system and traditional role assigned to the elders as heads of households. But presently, with loosening of the extended family ties and the younger generation's greater occupational differentiation and spatial mobility, older persons are increasingly becoming more isolated from both the family and the community.
In the existing literature there seems to be a lack of studies on the social issues facing older persons in India, in particular pertaining to their role, status, and decision-making power. The present study therefore tries to explore the above-cited issues as well as assess older persons' expectations of their children, society and the government.
Objectives
The objectives of the paper are as follows:
1. To understand the situation of older persons in rural Maharashtra with regard to their status, role and decision-making power.
2. To assess older persons' expectations of support from their children, the society and the government.
Data and methods

Study area
In Maharashtra, a number of older persons, which represented five per cent of the total population in 1961, increased to nine per cent in 2001. This increase underscores the need for an overall improvement of public health care in India. Rural-urban population distribution also shows that a greater proportion of older persons live in rural areas as opposed to urban areas. According to the 2001 census, older persons (defined as people aged 60 years and older) represent ten per cent of the population in rural areas while they only account for 6.8 per cent of the population in urban areas (For statistical information from other countries and the reasons for the rural-urban population differences, see Mujahid (2006) and Mujahid and Siddhisena (2009) .
Based upon the 2001 census, the majority of older persons in the State of Maharashtra lived in rural areas, including the 11 per cent in the district of Amravati.
Sampling procedure
Amravati district was selected as an example and a three-stage sam pling design was adopted, with the first stage relating to the selection of blocks, the second to that of villages, while households were selected for the third stage. The survey collected information from 600 respondents in 15 villages of Amravati district. In the first stage of sampling design one block was selected at random out of 14 blocks in the district; all the villages in the selected block were then stratified into three groups/categories on the basis of population size i.e., less than 500; 500 to 1,000; and more than 1,000. Fifteen villages were selected in the final stage from the three categories, proportionally to the total number of villages in that particular category. A sampling frame for people in the age group of 60 years and above was prepared for selected villages based on house listing, followed by a selection of elderly respondents using a systematic random sampling method. The data was collected based on pre-tested and semi-structured interview schedules. Detailed information was collected on basic socio-economic variables relating to respondents; their status in the family and society; their decision-making power; expectations they had of their children, society and the government; and their knowledge of pension schemes. A simple bivariate analysis was carried out and Chi-square test was used to establish associations.
Status of older persons in the family and community
Understanding older persons' perception of their status in the family and family members' attitude to them is a matter of great interest to researchers. Respondents were asked whether they felt their status in the family and community had declined, improved or remained unchanged upon reaching the age of 60. A majority of respondents (around 75 per cent) said they had perceived no change in their status within the family or community, while 16 per cent reported their status had declined. Economic dependency and abject poverty are the most important factors leading to a decline in the respect accorded to older persons and their status in the family (Madhu, Varmani and Darshan, 2003) .
A significantly higher proportion of males perceived a decline in fami lial status (21 per cent) as compared to females (10 per cent). This might be due to the fact that females do not experience a major role change even during old age as they generally continue to be involved in household activities, whereas males may not be as active as they might have been because they used to work outside homes and may not feel useful within the household (table 1) . Furthermore, it should be noted that older females outnumbered males (83 per cent and 70 per cent, respectively) in repor ting that their status in the community had remained unchanged. The paper also examined whether other family members sought the opinion of older persons on various family matters, taking into account that they would naturally be considered a reliable source of information and advice to the younger generation. The paper discovered that generally older persons were consulted on all matters relating to the household, but the tendency declined over time as families aged. Older persons might still be informed of the decisions taken in the household by other family members though this was likely done to ensure that older persons did not feel entirely left out of the decision-making process.
Role of older persons
One of the questions asked during interviews was: "Considering your age, what do you think your role in the family should be?" More than half of respondents (58 per cent) said that their role in the family was to provide advice to other family members based on their life experience. About 23 per cent of respondents said that their role in the family was to look after the house, as they felt they might not be capable of doing any other type of work. Making adjustments to living with other family members, such as, for example, a new daughter-in-law following a son's marriage is a typical issue arising during old age. About 14 per cent of older persons reported that adjusting to other family members was one of their major duties during old age. A few others (five per cent) felt that caring for children and babies was one of the most important roles they would have to play in the family (table 2) . Differentials in older persons' roles in households are presented by age and gender in table 2a, since the roles tend to change with age differently for males and females. It was noted, for example, that a large number of men thought that their role in the family was to provide advice to other family members, irrespective of age groups. By contrast, a large number of elderly women reported that their role in the family was to look after their homes and younger children and that this was the most important role they had to perform. 
Status of Older Persons in Rural India
"Head of household" is one of the indicators which reflect the status of older persons in the family. In traditional Indian families, parents have been playing the role of head of household, making decisions that others had to follow or comply with. The study explores how older persons' status as key decision makers has changed over time. Table 3 presents gender differentials of older persons by headship. The authors' analysis shows that 69 per cent of older persons reported that they were heads of households, whereas 31 per cent reported that their [adult] children were heads of households. A fair number of males were reported as heads of households as compared to females in elderly-headed households, whereas a large number of females were considered as heads of households in non-elderly headed households. The headship nonelderly/elderly ratio was 44 to 100. 
Decision-making role
The decision-making role of older persons with regard to family matters, such as son's/daughter's marriage, buying and selling property, buying other important items, children's education and arrangement of social events were examined and are presented in table 4. The analysis shows that the role of older persons in the decision-making process has changed over time. With regard to buying and selling property or taking similarly important decisions, older persons decision-making power has decreased from 66 percent and 65.7 percent, to 60 percent and 55 percent, respectively, over time. A similar pattern was found with matters relating to children's education and arranging social events at home. Grown-up children tend to make such decisions as they become the main breadwinners in the household. A total of 25 per cent of older persons reported that their adult children were the ones taking decisions regarding their children's education, while 23 per cent of respondents said that their adult children were making arrangements on their own for social events at home. The main reason behind this changing scenario is the fact that older persons are becoming increasingly dependent on their children and the decisions they make. A fair percentage of older persons living in nuclear families (45 per cent) reported that their decision-making role had changed compared with those living in joint families. The changes could have occurred because of a decline in numbers of joint families as people increasingly prefer to live in nuclear families. However, a large and statistically significant proportion of older persons living in joint families still enjoy a share of decision-making power (74 per cent).
The changing role of decision makers
Are the elderly perceived as an asset or a burden?
People in their early 60s generally retire from work. They often become dependent on their children, who, in turn, become the main breadwinners and decision-makers in the household. Some adult children may start perceiving their elderly parents as a burden for the family, in particular if they have young children to take care of. The study attempted to elicit the views of older persons on their relationship with their children and whether they feel they are being perceived as an asset or a burden.
Older persons' perceptions about what their children thought of them are presented in table 6. About 80 per cent of older persons reported that they felt their children considered them an asset for the family, whereas 20 per cent of respondents said that they felt that their children viewed them as a burden. However in the "oldest old" category a large number of persons said that their children considered them as a burden. By contrast, a very large number of older persons living in joint families (90 per cent) and those who are financially independent (83 per cent) reported that their children thought they were an asset for the family, because they could take care of grandchildren and keep a watch on the house. In addition, older persons could help their children with household chores and, if they are still working, could contribute financially to the family. A large proportion of older persons living alone, having low incomes and being financially dependent, felt that their children perceived them as a burden for the family. In households with low standards of living, older persons generally do not own any property or any asset and their children may not be earning enough to support both the parents and the immediate family. Parents may not be able to contribute to the household financially and can only perform minor household chores, limiting their participation in family life. 
Older persons' expectations
In the wake of industrialization and modernization, family structure and moral values have changed. The study makes an attempt to assess older persons' expectations of their children, society and the gover nment.
Older persons' expectations are presented in table 7. More than 90 per cent of older persons said they expected love and respect from their children, while 67 per cent said they had already received such expressions of love. This left about 25 per cent of older persons feeling deprived of love and respect from their children. It should be noted that a large proportion of older persons (more than 80 per cent) expected from their children psychological and financial support, as well as food and shelter. Among those, around 60 per cent said that they had received such support from their children. 
Responsibility for the elderly care
The question of who should take care of ageing parents becomes critical especially when the children do not have enough resources to cover their own expenses. An overwhelming proportion of respondents (85 per cent) thought that the son(s) should take care of ageing parents (see table 8 ). Only 6 per cent stated that it was the Government's responsibi lity to help older persons. By contrast, only seven per cent of older persons felt that they were responsible for their own well-being and care, while two per cent said that it was either their daughter's or other members' of the family responsibility.
Are children supportive of their parents in old age?
It is a common belief in India that children should provide support for parents in old age. When elderly participants were asked the above question; "Should children be supportive of their parents in old age" about 83 per cent responded "yes", whereas 15 per responded "no" while two per cent chose not to respond. Among the respondents, 21 per cent said that their views on this matter had changed over time.
A 78-year old male respondent said in Marathi: "Aadhi vataiche ki mule hi matarpanachi kathi hotil/sahara detil pan te sarva khote aahe. Te aaplya bapalach noukara sarkhe vagavtat" "Initially I thought that my children would take care of me in old age and would also provide me with shelter, but I was mistaken. I am ashamed to say that, but they now treat me as a servant..."
He added: "Jasjashi disha badalte tase badaltat sarva lok / mula", meaning: "As time passes, changes occur in the behaviour of individuals/ children".
When the elderly were asked, "How many sons should a person have to support them in their old age?" most reported that one or two was enough. Below is an interesting reply given in the Marathi language: 
Older persons expectations of the government
As part of welfare measures designed for the well-being of older persons, especially the poor, most state governments in India have initiated old-age pension schemes. Although the pension amount is small, it does help reduce the financial burden to a certain extent. Findings from research studies carried out in four countries in Asia reveal that older people highly value the social pension they receive, however meagre it may be, because of the regular support and benefits it provides them and, in many cases, by extension, their households (Mujahid, Pannirselvam and Dodge, 2008) . As awareness of such schemes is very important for their effective utilization, respondents were also asked whether they were aware of such schemes.
The fact that only 47 per cent of older persons were aware of the schemes indicates that a large segment of the elderly population in rural areas remains ignorant of the government pension schemes which are in place for their welfare (table 9) . Awareness of old-age pension schemes was found to be higher among males than among females. Half of the respondents had never heard about the old-age pension schemes although a large majority (96 per cent) of older persons expected the government to do more for them.
Respondents were asked what type of support they thought older persons needed the most in old age (see table 10 ). Most respondents (66 per cent) reported that financial support was critical, followed by love/companionship (20 per cent) and health care (10 per cent). A larger percentage of female respondents indicated more need for financial and healthcarerelated support than did male respondents, whereas a slightly larger percentage of male respondents highlighted the need for love/ companionship in old age compared with female respondents.
Discussion and conclusion
This study deals with the status of older persons, their role, decisionmaking power and the expectations they have of their children, society and the government. The analysis shows that around 15 per cent of older persons felt that their status in the family and in community had changed. A higher proportion of male respondents felt that their status in the family and community had changed as compared to female respondents. This might be due to the fact that females do not undergo a major role change even in old age and generally continue to be involved in household activities, whereas males no longer perform their traditional roles. Indeed, a large proportion of elderly females felt that their status in the community had remained unchanged.
Decisionmaking is an important dimension which reflects the status and role of an individual. The decision-making role of older persons concerning family matters has changed over time (Madhu, Varmani and Darshan, 2003) . In the past, parents used to make decisions relating to various family matters, whereas now children are the main decision makers. A large proportion of older persons living in nuclear families with high standards of living (though such older persons might still be financially dependent on others) felt that their role as decision makers had changed as opposed to those older persons living in joint/single families with low or medium standards of living.
A large proportion of married, financially independent elderly living in joint families reported that their children thought they were an asset for the family as they could take care of the grandchildren, keep a watch on the house and help with various household chores. Older persons with low standards of living residing alone and those who were financially dependent were often viewed as a burden for the family.
The study found out that a majority of respondents thought that their children would be the main source of support during old age. Almost all older persons talked about their need for their children's support. A large proportion of respondents felt that the son(s) should take care of older parents. Furthermore, a majority of older persons felt that the best thing for them to do during old age was living together with their children.
In traditional Indian society, decisions made by older persons were generally final and binding on younger generations. These days the tradition has been changing. The status of older persons in the family depends upon economic contribution and household help they can provide; if older persons can contribute financially, they tend to enjoy better status; otherwise, their status deteriorates over time, especially if they cease to be financially independent.
The present study on older persons in rural Maharashtra clearly highlights the need for greater understanding in the support of older persons in order to improve their overall status and well-being (NPOP, 1998) . Traditional support systems have deteriorated and government intervention is therefore needed to bridge this gap in order to provide stronger support to elderly citizens. The research found out that support systems can play a vital role in providing care and support for older persons. Government policy then needs to balance the state and family support systems, particularly the joint family support system and involve communities in addressing the issues related to ageing population.
